Ovipaiity in a Sea-Snake, Laticauda colubrina 

(Schneid; 

tty N, SlIEHLEY, ,1/. A. 

(with on c text figrurc) 

Under tile above- heading 1 recently (i) recorded an ^parent 
f nvlrtnniv n one of mn ^a-Snakes kepi m captivity in the 
T-oTi- A-Snsenm. A- all Sea-Snakes of the family Ffydropkiulae 
have been definitely stated to be viviparous M nb-^-rvat ions have 
h fiC u made on this speejes and are here set down. 

si x snakes were kept in n tank containing sea-water. Eggs 
were- laid a a follows it should bn noted that they were nsna y 
observed in the morning on opening the Museum and had bt-ua 
“aid overnight. The date given is that on which they were observed. 

,_^ ?0 _SLx egg$. Two taken out for examination, the remain- 
-v-t left'in the water. The two eggs measured oO mm. x 25 mm. 

68 ml S l ™. The shell was less and lathery than 

•1ml of most land-snakes, but was tough and thick a though the 
yolk ami germinal tlise were visible through it, Oil mil June, two 
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in&rt isgg* were taken out; th uy measured 74 mill, * gjj mm. and 
jj iilitl, s 27 irini* A photograph of the latter (fig 1 . 1) was taken 
and the eggs replaced. 



Pig. i- Egg of Lntiffinda cola bn mi. About natural size. 

(From a Photograph). 


16-6* Another fcggy /L mm. 22 mm., w as seen. A3 no 
outline of the vnik was visible ihe egg: was opened and found to 
contain a thin milky fluid with broken cream coloured yolk par tides. 
This egg was lei fertile. The snake winch was believed to have laid 
'I wa3 sii 11 I o□ k 1 1 tg mudi bistend l d near the venL, 

27-13-70,—Five more eggs observed and .a sixth later in the 
lunnuiig.’ This last was small with pointed ends. The contents 
of fill appeared dark. On ■ ■ j■ ■ ■ 11 i 11 ig one the dark colouring was seen 
to be due to greyish streaks in the altiumem A little blood h^s 
| ucsent in the germinal disc. 

L!(Od-yr>.—Two more rather small eggs. 

30 - 6-30 —One small, tna I formed egg. 

&Z-3.V *— dn- 

Unfortunate] v the snakes. although apparently In good health, 
refused to feed/ On ifith July a female diet! and was found to 
contain sis eggs. The largest individual wn& killed Find preserved 
and the remainder released. 

It was impossible tn In certain which were the parents of the 
CggS laid irt the tank, but l wo of the snakes were apparently males, 
anil the eggs may probably be attributed r-n the females as 
follows 1 — 

—6 eggs laid by .Specimen A. 


[6-6-30 .— r egg 

B. 

^■S^—6 eggs 

(> 11 C. 

28-6,-30.—2 „ 

B. 

yo-d-yo.—1 egg 

B. 

1-7-30 .—1 ., 

B. 

i6-7-30.—6 vpg-s fin 

ovnjuet; Specimen 
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This ghfc the average Lunch as O r which agrees we]] 

with related Elapiiie laiubsnakes, with sva-inates of known viyi- 
P'lrpiii habit, -l r11 1 vvijtll Wall's dbcgvit^ 131 id s&y&i figgsg ]n a 
fcni&fc of /id LiUt\jtith!ta (l.irm.) in the In hi an As 

Will omitted to nolt, 1 whether these ejjg's contain lid embryos ur 
nol: i( is impossible to say whether tins specks is viviparous^ bttl it 
probably resembles A. roiuhrhw in its ineilmd of reproduction. 

Two alternative expjj*flattan| of the. deposition of eggs hv these 
snakes presented tJiLmsdvL’s. If idler the snakes wclc truly ovi 
parems, or the were prunaLinvly i.Upusited, In order to 

determine the correct interpretation die egga, w^rc examined fqr 
-i;:iEs of tleyebpmonu m& obscrvamins made on the smdees liiciu 
selves hoth in capitivily and in their natural habitat. 

-■ D eggs were J'oimrl showing- any sign of a developing embryo 
surii jjjs would lie found in eggs lakyn from an nvo-viviparoils 
snake. FbTorts to hatch the eggs under varying conditions wore 
unsuccessful. 

Several of the snakes cast (heir skin a whilst hi captu ily. This 
wiiii effected by shedding the skin in one piece after tile manner of 
land-snakes, and not in small shreds, lir.arddjkig as do those Hydro¬ 
philic snakes which have been observed. 

-dr. Ik M. i L: J'i ui i aine of I he iiaftl«s Iihiscum was of great 
fssht'Xntt to me in making cut]nines of the light-keepers on Llic 
islands where these snakes arc commonly found, and was able 
to put JlH' i]'. touch with Mr. Adolf Monteiro, who not only secured 
die specimens, bm obtained much valuable information." He has 
observed |be- eggs bid in crevices in die rocks cm dm idand on 
which tile Ical^L-s I.ight-houze stands'; The female i-r-nia■ ii.s coiled 
numb the eggs tin til long a fun hatching, gradually taking un the 
dull cold rat ion and opacity of eye which heralds the approach of 
dr, moult. According to another keeper, Mr. HmTtmden, the 
female guards In■ r eygs jealously, refusing- to he driven away, and 
snapping at intruder*. an altitude rare in Lhcse snakes at normal 
times. He has seen die moult take place just previous to the hal.dk 

■ 3 Lg' of the eggs 

I visited the island on 16th—17 th July, r^o* Like the neigh¬ 
bouring islands, T til an Biola and P. Simasig [Bam Id.i, oh which 
tin- snakes do not appear to live, ii is a granite mass, but in order 
to build Lbe Eight-house the surface has been levelled with blocks 
of coral.^ It fs in the crevices of this l nose male rial that the snakes 
live and apparently breed- A snake was seen ;n a crevice in an 
old %-iree r and one taken from a drain in a concrete wall. Cas: 
sl-dns were found near some of the holes, but further exploration 
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wo-'lcl have necessitated an unwarranted amount o\ damage the 
kassases were km f and winding, No eggs >VlM* obtamect, btst the 
keenthen in charge said that he had kepi the snakes m captivity 
out of water; and 'one m ^ L’ufilter reports feem to 

■mniinn 1 ne stalemeul of Mr, Ga-listm, who lias sneiLL the greater 
part of hii life ait tin- various Uglit-honsea, that tfW -sritkes only 
niM^ru- in numbers. $mn )m to -Witst. It seem, to he established 
that they come to land, or :ll all events to these selected si.et, roi 
breeding purposes, June being %H month of greatest fictiMty. 1 hey 

may beWn in large numbers going down to the sea m the evening 
ami relui-iting in llie early hours of ihe in nr mug, though the I* male, 
after laying, probably fails anil docs not leave her eggs, 

temper (4) found a female amongsl the rocks of an island 
coiled round'about twenty young. I 3 e appears to have regarded 
the snake as viviparous bul lie StJ? the female comes as no re 

for breed lug. and his Ci'iiiiin.tc, as he apparently dici not count the 
offspring, b probably quite erroneous, Half-a-ciozem writhing 
5 Q&iies Can easily g-w the impression of a score. 

Th-e fuels adduced above appear to me conclusive. and_afford 
additional evidence that $fe LutW‘rtndiKiu' are the most primitive 
cf Li i' ■ Sea-Snakes. and the fore-runners of the Nytfropiutwe. I he 
form of the skull, which has been discussed in del ail by Simi: i-j, 
*fLc imbricate costais and broad, keeled vcntrals, the form of the 
oral margin of tile rust'll shield, mode of casting the skirt, and 
ovi parity, all point to a close relai ion ship with n len'esi nal ai ices tor, 
probably of El a pine origin, The jffifii tail, whilst -'nanhng these 
snakes to include the water within the range of their habitat, is not 
a draw-bark on land arid only postulates a mar.iie unre^Lm. if u£ 
accept the theory of adaptation m environment. On ttai other hand, 
t h e >;-[,'>,■■ OijVr.Lrr dn not lack evidence of derivation from a Sand 
form.' They are ova-viviparous, and the eggs they form are clearly 
derived from those of a terrestrial ancestor. To regard them as 
primitive would require an egg laying marine ancestor, 

l can not agree with Smith thal there is any evidence to support 
lib Sian mm it (:. p. vs) that the Lnticaudhuu' were of Australian 
origin and the Hvdroth&na?, In do-Alai ay an. The division, whether 
eariy or late, took place in the original home of the ancestral form: 
there is no evidence to show where lliis was, bill 1 udo-Mida) a.i 
waters' are mulrmlnediv very suitable for the launching of new 
forms. Row ever, ilw fact that they are in some measure sea son a; 
in their bn ml in mav poiuL in ail origin outside these waters, lor 
the mas- characU-rRic effect of the local dimate | the cotnpkm; 
lack of periodicity in growth and reproduction of both famm anu 
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tiara. From their place of origin the two sub-families spread side 
In side; the fact that the ■Latiauniicu■: ho.-v lb ui fished in Australian 
waters means no more than that they have sound a suitable habitat, 
at did the rabbit. 

The following points observed during ike preparation of Mies, 
notes may be mentioned htrre, In a previous paper (5) it WAS shown 
that spvciinens of I'otitkrittu lacking the azygous pro frontal, font: 
of the characters on which it is divided from L. Uiticdiuhtta) are hy 
iso means rare. Three uf the six specimens referred to above 
shi^Ved lids condition, which is probably as. common as [If other, 

Several ticks were found oil one of the snakes. The females 
were oj the same grey as the body-colour of the snake, the- males 
brown, and the ticks were shed with the cast skin. They have been 
sent to a specialist for identification, 

[Since I wrote the above Or. Trial mini Smith lias expressed 
bis opinion, in a Idtn published in Nature, mb Oct., ityp, that 
die eggs laid bv I lie snake mentioned in my [nvIjEiiinary note (3) 
were p rum alii rely produced in consequence of captivity, He cites 
a specimen of this aperies, examined by himself, and containing 
embryos enclosed in. a thin semi-transparent covering; uc has also 
seen a specimen of another snake of the sub-family Liificuutlifnu'. 
A ipysurus cydouxi, in which Lbe embryos were present Liu enclosed 
in a thicker covering, Jn my reply fNature, 3rd Jan., 1.931, p. .tjj 
[ have pom led out the incontrovertible nature of the evidence cited 
above, and drawn the conclusion Mint Dr. Smith’s specimen points 
(fj the fact that both oviparity and ovo-viviparhy may exist within 
the bounds of a single species. Either the individual must be 
capable of ell her mode of reproduction, according' to the relative 
accessibility of land, or a local race exists in tbe* islands near Singa¬ 
pore in which uviparity is the rule, temper's discovery qf a female 
guarding her young on shore must surely be regarded ns further 
evidence of ovipnrjly; it. is extremely improbable that a snake which 
fefc ■•i-vduped such a definite adaptation to a truly aquatic exismii. e 
a;o ovo-viviparity should sacrifice the advantage thus gained by 
coming ashore to deposit the living young - 1 

The co-existence within a genus of these two methods is by 
no means a rarity, and a specks of lizard,, LuccAa viripanj, ■ is 
known ui which iltc embryo may break its way out of the i gg 
either before or after oviposit ion. Uva-viyi parity, far removed 
from viviparity with its placental connection between parent and 
young, is really a phase of ovi parity; it is merely a quest ion of 
die point in development at which the egg', already a separate 
entity, is deposited.J 
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